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Abstract  
 
 
The possibility of achieving an important part of Australian cultural identity, that 
of homeownership, is moving progressively further out of reach for many people 
on low incomes. This has contributed to social changes within our culture 
including the increasingly mythologised notion of Australia as an egalitarian 
society. Housing, once seen as a key equaliser within Australian society, has 
progressively taken the form of a profitable investment opportunity for many 
already doing well, leaving many others struggling to pay housing costs.  And in 
a society where the disparity between ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ is growing (largely 
due to the housing market), certain groups are more vulnerable than others 
when it comes to their housing situations. The recent housing boom has clearly 
not been shared evenly across the socio-economic spectrum with almost no-
one amongst the poorest 20 percent of Australians owning their own home. 
Additional disadvantages can be found in relation to key societal determinants 
such as race, gender and family type, especially in terms of those denied 
access to homeownership. Low income, women-headed sole parent families 
are a group particularly vulnerable and disadvantaged regarding their housing.  
 
In this paper I draw on some findings of a current qualitative study which takes 
a critical feminist approach to explore the impact of non-homeownership on sole 
mother headed families. In-depth interviews were conducted with 32 non-home-
owning sole mothers living in Northern NSW. These women’s concerns are 
discussed against the backdrop of a decline in housing affordability, availability, 
choice and security of tenure.   
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Introduction: Why study housing? 
 
 
Everyone needs somewhere to live; affordable and suitable housing is both a basic 
need and a right. The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 
(ICESCR, cited in Banister et al. 2004) identifies the right to an adequate standard of 
living including housing rights (Article 11) as: ‘The right of everyone to an adequate 
standard of living…including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the 
continuous improvement of living conditions’. However, the latest housing boom has 
contributed to the increasingly limited housing options and condiditions available for 
many people on low incomes. More and more, people are faced with limited choice and 
security in relation to their housing needs, leaving many households in housing related 
stress (when households in the lowest 40 percent of the income distribution range 
spend more than 30 percent of the household’s income on housing costs) or worse, 
homeless (Schofield 2005).  At the same time, others have thrived.  Those who own 
their homes and have invested in property have done well from the boom; non-
homeowners and those with large mortgages to service have been left behind.   
 
The goal of homeownership is deeply embedded in Australian culture and is reflected 
in the high rate of Australians owning their housing.  According to the Australian 
Bureau of Statistics (ABS 2000), in 1999 70 percent of Australian households either 
owned or were paying off their homes. Australian governments have historically 
subsidised Australia’s high level of private homeownership through various tax 
exemptions and grants such as: the First Home Owners Grant, Capital Gains Tax 
exemption (for those residing in their own homes), and negative gearing (for those 
investing in housing) (Marston 2000). While such housing related policies are in place 
to assist people in achieving the objective of homeownership, this assistance is often 
unhelpful for many on low incomes. Numerous low income households struggling with 
housing related stress cannot save the required deposit and find they are ineligible for 
a housing loan from lending institutions (Wood, Watson & Flatau 2003). They are left 
with no option but to continue renting in the private market.  At the same time those in a 
position to buy and invest in housing have profited from these taxation concessions.  
 
 
Impact of housing policy 
 
 
As noted in the Productivity Commission Inquiry Report (2004, p.xviii) ‘the proportion of 
taxpayers with an investment property has almost doubled in the past decade [now] 
reaching nearly 17 percent…’ with interest in housing investment in Australia 
continuing to be strong. Davies (2003) points out investors now account for over 40 
percent of housing lending and are clearly capitalising on negative gearing. This in turn 
has contributed to the changing nature of housing with less importance now placed on 
housing’s intrinsic value of providing shelter, security and a place to spend time with 
family and friends. Instead, housing, once a crucial equaliser within Australian culture is 
progressively taking the form of a profitable investment opportunity (Disney 2004).  
 
Dalton (1995, p.143) claims that Australia’s housing policy is ‘welfarist’ because it does 
not consider features of the housing system which create housing related poverty and 
confer ‘considerable benefits upon housing investors who do not need assistance’, thus 
fostering a system of winners and losers. The recent housing boom has certainly not 
been shared evenly across the socio-economic spectrum with almost no-one amongst 
the poorest 20 percent of Australians owning their own home (Stevenson 2004). As 
homeownership is the most important means of wealth creation for low to middle 
income earning Australians, property ownership is clearly the key indicator of class 
determination and therefore divides Australian households into ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ 
(Connell 1991). In addition, Jamrozik (2005, p.299) believes that government support 
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for those investing in housing has become a key factor in rising property prices and that 
‘this kind of assistance is an example of “invisible” welfare; it benefits the affluent, who 
are not identified as “welfare beneficiaries” and do not see themselves as such’. 
Furthermore, this distortion of policy towards promoting homeownership and property 
investment at the expense of other initiatives (evident for example in reduced spending 
on public housing) has resulted in the majority of Australians viewing homeownership 
as a ‘natural’ occurrence which has caused what Kemeny (1983) has identified as 
‘tenure-blindness’, both in an ideological sense and politically.   
 
At the root of this deeply entrenched belief of homeownership as ‘natural’ is the notion 
that people who do not own their homes have ‘chosen’ to rent, which in turn leads to 
the tenure-blindness inherent in housing.  Importantly, Yates (2002, p.32) points out 
that renting is seen as the ‘tenure of choice for those unwilling to make long-term 
commitments [in the form of homeownership]’. The ideology of ‘choice’ can also be 
seen in the decline in government commitment to public housing over the past decade 
or so which has resulted in the Commonwealth government looking to the private rental 
market to cover the short-fall in public housing through the provision of rent assistance.  
However, as noted by Yates (2002, p.32-3), this push towards rent assistance was: 
 
…based on the argument that households with rent assistance could ‘choose’ where they lived, 
although such an argument has never given consideration to whether affordable housing was 
available. For the majority of low income earners, renting in the private sector has become the 
tenure of constraint, not choice.  
 
And in a society where the disparity between the wealthy and the poor is growing 
(largely due to investment in the housing market), certain groups are more vulnerable 
than others when it comes to their housing options, particularly in relation to the key 
societal determinants of race, gender, class and family type. 
 
Therefore, not only can housing policy be seen as ‘welfarist’ and ‘tenure-blind’, it is also 
arguably blind to other differences, most significantly, in relation to this study, 
differences concerning gender, class and family type. For example, women, especially 
single women raising families, face particular constraints that impact on their financial 
resources and in turn their housing options. The most notable constraint facing sole 
mothers is their childcare responsibilities which restrict engagement in secure and well-
paid employment with women’s working lives often characterised by insecure, part-time 
and casual employment (Stoakes & Nelson 2005). However, no acknowledgement is 
made of women’s particular circumstances within housing policy.  And, as noted by 
Weston and Hughes (1999), this is evident in the high rate of sole mother headed 
families experiencing housing related stress, the high level of women receiving rent 
assistance (64 percent of recipients are women) and the low rate of homeownership 
amongst sole mothers. Similarly, the Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS 
2003) points out that the high rate of women receiving rent assistance indicates the 
vulnerability many women and their families face. Baxter and McDonald (2004) also 
raise concerns regarding the way that census data is collected relating to housing 
tenure which in turn reinforces the notion of housing policy that is based on the male 
breadwinner nuclear family model due to the reliance on one reference person (mostly 
male). This methodology therefore contributes to women’s situations being ‘invisible’, 
further leading to the gender-blindness inherent within housing and housing related 
policy.   
 
Clearly housing is important for more than the provision of shelter and is both a key 
indicator of, and contributor to, social disadvantage.  Certainly, the range of factors that 
signal social disadvantage are complex, with housing concerns central.  Social status, 
opportunity for wealth creation, sense of security and self-worth, level of choice and so 
forth are all linked to housing, and more specifically to tenure type with its resulting 
(often hidden) inequity. To address the tenure and gender-blindness inherent in 
housing related policy, this current study utilises a critical feminist epistemology to 
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explore the impact of non-homeownership on a particularly significant and 
disadvantaged group, sole mother headed families. And as sole mothers form a sizable 
proportion of the Australian population - 20 percent of Australian families with children 
under 15 years are headed by a sole mother with 87 percent of sole parent families 
headed by women (de Vaus & Gray 2003) - it is important that the concerns of this 
group of women are made visible. In addition, as noted by Stoakes and Nelson (2005, 
p.22) women also give special meanings to ‘home that not only become strong factors 
in selecting housing but also express distinctive concerns of women headed 
households’. The study identifies how the concerns of sole mothers impact in relation 
to issues raised including declining affordability, choice, availability and insecurity of 
tenure, and their effect on these women and their families in areas such as social and 
financial status and to the changing nature of the meaning of ‘home’ itself. 
 
 
Sole mother non-homeowners 
 
 
As mortgages have increased significantly over the past 20 years, now far in excess of 
the increase in average family income (ABS 2004a), homeownership increasingly 
necessitates two incomes, to not only obtain a mortgage, but also to service the 
repayments. This situation makes it particularly difficult for families with only one 
income earner to enter into homeownership, especially if that income earner is female 
as women continue overall to earn substantially less than men (Harding 2005).  
According to the Office for Women (OfW) (2004) there are also significant variations 
between family types in relation to household income with the disposable weekly 
income of couples with dependent children more than double that of female sole 
parents ($988 compared with $427 respectively). Additional gender related variations 
are apparent concerning the disparity between the incomes of men and women upon 
divorce and separation.  For couples who have been separated for a year, the average 
income for men fell by only eight percent while for women their income dropped by a 
massive 42 percent per annum (Harding 2005).  
 
As a group of single earning households, sole mother headed families have been 
specifically identified as disadvantaged in relation to their housing situations (Anderson 
& Treccasi 2004; ACOSS 2003; Burke & Hulse 2002; Harding, Lloyd & Greenwell 
2001). For example, low-income earning, sole mothers were identified at the 2004 
National Summit on Housing Affordability as being particularly at risk of experiencing 
housing related stress and of being ‘locked out’ of homeownership, forcing many to 
rent in the private rental sector (Anderson & Treccasi 2004). And according to the ABS 
(2000), of all housing tenure those renting privately are the group most at risk of 
experiencing housing related stress.  Similarly, Wulff and Maher (1998) have identified 
that housing related poverty in Australia is highly clustered among private renters, with 
sole parent families (mainly headed by women) figuring prominently. Statistically, as 
sole parent households are more likely to be renting their home than to own it than are 
two parent households (60 percent as opposed to 14 percent respectively) (ABS 2000), 
and given that homeownership contributes substantially to economic security, 
particularly in retirement (ABS 2004b; Loxton 2005; Productivity Commission Inquiry 
Report 2004), sole mothers’ low level of homeownership raises many issues and 
concerns regarding their often disadvantaged position within Australian society. 
 
 
Context of this study 
 
 
This present study concentrates on the Far North Coast of NSW which incorporates the 
Richmond-Tweed/Northern Rivers Region of Northern NSW.  This region is one of the 
most disadvantaged in Australia as it contains a high number of households with an 
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income significantly below the Australian average, along with a higher than average 
unemployment rate (Vinson 1999). There are also a significantly higher number of 
people receiving some form of income support from Centrelink other than the Job 
Search payment. In addition, this region has one of the highest percentages of 
households suffering housing related stress in Australia with the situation progressively 
worsening over recent years (Northern Rivers Social Development Council 2004). 
However, despite the high rates of unemployment and housing related stress and low 
average income, Northern NSW is one of the fastest growing regions in Australia 
(National Economics 2002).  
 
Northern NSW has a history of providing a refuge for those wanting to escape the 
escalating costs of housing in the larger capital cities. The 1970s and 1980s saw an 
influx of people seeking a more alternative and affordable lifestyle. However, this 
housing affordability is now in question, with some properties, particularly on the coast, 
becoming comparable with Sydney prices. Deegan (2005, cited in Redmond 2005), 
points out that this region has, like major cities, experienced high increases in housing 
costs with  property prices rising by almost 60 percent over the two years from 2004 – 
2005, thus preventing many low income households entering into homeownership. This 
situation has left a housing crisis for those traditionally seeking housing in the lower 
end of the market, many of whom are sole parent households, with the Department of 
Transport and Regional Services (2003) particularly noting the high concentration of 
sole parent households living in the region.  
 
 
Methodology 
 
 
In order to examine the impact of housing tenure inequity in relation to key societal 
determinants such as gender, class and family type, I adopted a critical feminist 
approach for this study. Critical feminist theory assists in highlighting the nature of 
disadvantage by giving voice to women’s experience thereby providing insights into 
participants’ social realities and making their concerns visible (Edwards & Ribbens 
1998). These insights are in turn rendered political through the acknowledgment of, 
and resistance to, embedded oppressive practices (Miller 1998). Critical feminism 
asserts that women who experience disadvantage (in this case in relation to low 
income and lack of housing affordability, availability, choice and access to 
homeownership) are in the best position to talk about their experiences and to inform 
others from their direct and particular perspective.   
 
The sample for this study consisted of 32 non-home-owning sole mothers living in 
Northern NSW.  Informal snowball sampling was used to access participants because 
this approach is widely recognised as being appropriate in research concerned with 
groups coping with disadvantage (Miller 1998). The participants constituted a diverse 
group and ranged in age from their late 20s to their 50s. The majority were in the paid 
workforce but most were in precarious work, mainly casual, seasonal and part-time. All 
noted that they were on low incomes.  
 
To discover the concerns of the participants, semi-structured, in-depth interviews were 
utilised. Each interview built from the previous interview/s, which allowed open-ended, 
probing questions to evolve consistent with a grounded theory approach. Grounded 
theory enables the key themes and concerns voiced by participants throughout the 
research process to be identified (Strauss & Corbin 1999). Therefore, as new themes 
became apparent these were brought into subsequent interviews.  In terms of seeking 
to understand the impact of certain social phenomena, both feminist research and 
grounded theory focus on the subjective experiences of participants. As such, in-depth 
interviews have been extensively utilised by those adopting a grounded theory 
approach within critical feminist research (Reinharz 1992). The interviews for this study 
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began with an open-ended question asking participants about their experiences of non-
homeownership and covered a broad range of issues. Participants spoke about how 
non-homeownership has impacted on their sense of self-worth and status, on their lack 
of security, choice and options, on the increasing scarcity of suitable and affordable 
housing and they discussed issues concerning rights in relation to non-
homeownership. They also identified possible ways forward regarding housing policy. 
The in-depth interviews were taped and then transcribed verbatim to provide an 
accurate account of each interview. These transcripts were analysed and coded with 
themes identified which in effect meant that data collection and analysis was 
undertaken simultaneously, again consistent with a grounded theory approach (Strauss 
& Corbin 1999).   
 
 
Making women’s experience visible 
  
 
Clearly, from a critical feminist perspective, it is crucial to recognise the concerns that 
contribute to the oppression, disadvantage and vulnerability of certain groups. 
Therefore, challenging the notion of an egalitarian social order inherent in housing 
policy, particularly in relation to gender and tenure difference, is considered pivotal to 
this research.  As people’s experiences of exclusion from homeownership are often 
largely obscured, an important part of this study is to make this group - sole mother 
non-homeowners - visible along with the issues that concern them because, as pointed 
out by one participant in this current study: 
 
Unless people are in the same situation they tend not to notice what other 
people are going through. That’s part of how oppression works.  People don’t 
notice those who are being left behind. They build these walls around their 
homes now without realising the symbolism of it and you start to feel invisible. 
And you become invisible. 
 
Exclusion from homeownership impacts on a number of complex factors within the 
current political agenda that promotes investment in housing through taxation 
concessions while simultaneously progressively restricting access to public housing 
(Jamrozik 2005). This policy inequity of supporting housing investment at the cost of 
other initiatives was a key issue identified by participants in this study. It clearly 
concerned the following participant who noted:  
 
There’s too much emphasis on money and greed…People don’t see property 
as a home anymore – it’s an investment. I think the whole thing is totally 
unbalanced. People have lost the meaning of life, of what home 
means…Governments should be trying to help the people who need it, not the 
investors. 
 
Another participant noted in relation to housing investment: 
 
It’s ludicrous that people own two, three, four or more houses and investments 
and you can see that it’s quite bizarre people thinking that it’s all got to be like 
this.  With this…obsession with property, property, property.  Own property, 
invest in property; it’s all people seem to care about. 
 
The increasing gap between ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ and being ‘left behind’ was an 
area that concerned many of the women in this study. One participant who identified 
the growing distance between the wealthy and the poor attributed it to property 
ownership, particularly investment: ‘Australia is no longer a classless society, there are 
those who own their houses and have investments and there are those who have 
nothing, not even a home’.  Another participant, when talking about the increasingly 
fictionalised belief of Australia as an egalitarian society, claimed that the wealthy have 
created a ‘pseudo world’.  She stated:   
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…they put huge fences around themselves – they put in a nice little playground 
for the kids – they’re shutting themselves out from the people who can’t afford 
to live like that and making their own little worlds. And so the world that they 
think they’re creating is actually a pseudo world.  
 
The following participant expressed her thoughts this way: 
 
There’s this myth that we can all get out there and work, work, work and save 
for a house and that we all have this chance, that it’s all fair. But we all can’t do 
that.  We’re expected to do all this and live on a low income, and you can’t, 
especially when you’re doing it on your own. And it’s getting more and more 
unfair…People on low incomes don’t have the same opportunity to make 
ourselves a home…And I honestly don’t think people who own their homes, 
who are a part of a couple, who have good secure jobs and all that, are aware 
of what it’s like for someone like me and my daughter…  
  
Again, this comment highlights the invisibility this sole mother believes exists 
concerning her situation of exclusion from homeownership. She also draws attention to 
tenure inequities hidden within housing, both in policy and in a broader ideological 
sense, with her concern that as a renter and sole mother she does not have ‘the same 
opportunity to make…a home’. This further highlights the importance she places on 
homeownership; as a non-homeowner she struggles to make a ‘home’ for herself and 
her daughter.  
 
 
Renting: tenure of constraint 
 
 
There was an undeniable connection identified by participants between housing tenure 
and a person’s perceived status. Homeownership, as a highly valued aspect of 
Australian society, is associated with positive connotations such as high status, 
success and commitment to community. Morrow-Jones (1989, cited in Baum & Wulff 
2001, p.11) points out that ‘homeownership not only acts as an important source of 
stored wealth but also represents a large range of meanings related to one’s status and 
social mobility’. As one participant in this study stated: ‘It’s part of our culture that you 
should own a home – you’re more a part of society when you do’.   
 
The following participant’s comment highlights how divorce has impacted on her 
current non-home-owning status and reflects the personal validation she believes 
comes through homeownership: 
 
With buying my own place, what keeps coming up for me is the security. It’s 
security in the sense that you’ll never be out on the street.  But it’s also the 
security in terms of status. I really felt the status thing when I owned a home 
with my ex. I felt more validated, that I belonged; you’re more a part of the 
community.  And now that I rent again I notice that it’s not the same.  My 
daughter is very aware of it too. 
 
Perkins and Thorns (2000, cited in Mallett, 2004) have noted that people’s 
understandings of ‘home’ are intrinsically linked to their home histories that include 
tenure type, status, family and socio-economic background. These histories in turn 
impact on people’s identity and sense of self. One participant raised the issue of socio-
economic background and how this has had a deep psychological impact on her 
children in the development of self-worth because: 
 
…people who grow up with privilege take it for granted that they are worth 
something. And I think that’s something that people from low socio-economic 
backgrounds have a hard time passing on to their children, all the self-worth 
 8
stuff.  And one of the things that’s hard is that people from low socio-economic 
backgrounds don’t have the same choices throughout their lives.   
 
This woman therefore also raises the notion of choice and identifies the lack of choices 
that people often face when living on low incomes. One important area of limited choice 
relevant to this study is in relation to housing tenure with all the participants involved 
asserting they have no option but to rent in the private market. For the sole mothers in 
this study renting is indeed the ‘tenure of constraint’ (Yates 2002). Their largely hidden 
situation is, at least in part, facilitated by this commonly held belief that people have 
‘chosen’ to rent. The following sole mother, when speaking about her lack of choice in 
relation to housing tenure asserted: 
 
I rent because I can’t afford to buy a house, I have no choice…Housing is a 
basic need that we all have. Like it is a right to have affordable and suitable 
housing but it doesn’t feel like that, actually. 
 
As highlighted by this woman’s comment, not owning her own home equates with lack 
of choice and she also identifies housing as a right; she is left with the impression that 
as a non-homeowner she has few rights.  As noted by many of the participants in this 
study, housing rights no longer seem politically important, at least for non-homeowners.  
This sentiment was clearly voiced by the following participant who said in relation to her 
housing rights:  
 
I was given six weeks notice and no reason why I had to move…It was like I 
didn’t have rights…Only people with property have rights.  They’re the only 
people this government seems to care about.  
 
The identification of lack of rights regarding tenure security experienced by this sole 
mother non-homeowner is compounded by the tenure inequities inherent in housing. 
While homeownership is associated with high status and facilitates wealth creation and 
self-worth, renting has left many of these women feeling insecure, with few rights and 
powerless to change their situations. Rather than the tenure of choice, for these 
women, renting leaves them without choice.  
 
Women and the importance of ‘home’ 
 
 
Given women’s continuing dominant role within the home, largely due to childcare 
responsibilities, it is not surprising that the sole mother participants noted the 
importance and centrality of ‘home’ in their lives.  One participant said: ‘Because we’re 
home a lot it’s important to me that the places we live in feel like a home and are 
aesthetically pleasing’. Clearly, understandings of ‘home’ can have specific relevance 
not only on tenure type, but also in relation to gender (Stoakes & Nelson 2005). The 
following participant noted the centrality of housing and its importance for women: 
 
I think that housing is the most important thing because it impacts on so many 
areas of people’s lives. And especially for women and especially for single 
women.  Because if you haven’t got your housing sorted it’s stressful. There’s 
no security…  
 
In addition, childcare responsibilities impact on many of these women’s financial 
situations due to the limited hours they have available to undertake paid work, leaving 
them with little choice but to seek part-time or casual employment. As noted by 
Summers (2004) women are particularly susceptible to increasingly precarious 
employment within a ‘flexible’ labour market due to a lack of childcare and other 
support services for working mothers. One participant commented: ‘I only work part-
time at the moment.  I have to be home for my kids when they finish school’. This 
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woman also noted the impact her employment status has on her financial situation 
noting she is coping with housing related stress: ‘I’m actually paying 45 percent of my 
income on rent and that’s a huge amount to pay’. 
 
Many participants talked about the value they place on the social networks of other 
women parenting solo. They noted their reliance on other sole mothers for both 
practical support, often in the form of childcare, and emotional support.  As one 
participant explained:  
 
I wouldn’t move away from this area. I really value the support I get from my 
single mum friends too much…If I had to move from this house I would still look 
for one in the same area. It’s important to me to stay in the same community, to 
keep that support I have… 
 
Therefore, another outcome of the social changes that have come about through the 
recent housing boom, and resulting high cost of housing that have particular relevance 
for women, is that they may be forced away from their support networks to access 
cheaper housing. Olive (cited in Schier 2003) believes this to be the case with some 
people in Northern NSW moving further inland and away from family and friends due to 
the shortage and rising cost of housing in the region. Whilst economically driven, this 
becomes a social issue when some people are left with little option but to move away 
from their communities and support networks.  The following participant said: 
 
Because affordable housing is so hard to find around here now, one of my 
friends decided to leave the area. She really wanted to own her own home and 
she couldn’t afford one here since the boom. So she moved way out west 
where she could afford to buy one. She moved away from her friends and all 
her support. And that was hard for her kids too because they had to change 
school and make new friends… 
  
Scarcity of affordable housing was a key concern raised by many participants. ACOSS 
(2003) claims there is rising disparity between the number of households needing low 
cost housing and its availability, particularly in regional areas. This can have serious 
results for families on low incomes, leaving many coping with housing stress and even 
homelessness as experienced by two participants in this study. One of these 
participants described her experience of being without a home as follows: 
 
Even with my experience of growing up in a low income family, renting, it still 
shocked me. I just couldn’t believe that I was in this situation where I felt really 
homeless.  I could never have fathomed that we would have been without a 
roof over our heads… 
 
In addition, some participants highlighted their concern that the rise in limited 
availability of affordable housing has resulted in increased incidents of discrimination. 
The following participant spoke about the difficulty she experienced recently when 
seeking suitable housing and raised the issue of discrimination she was faced with: 
 
There’s a lot of discrimination now with looking for a house when you’re a 
single mother.  Because there are so many people looking, real estate agents 
are really choosey and they really want a couple.  One [real estate agent] said: 
‘Look, just get a guy to come in with you because if you have a partner then 
you’ll get the house’. 
 
The following participant also spoke about her experience relating to discrimination and 
again raised the issue of invisibility: ‘I’m shocked about how judgemental people are.  
How much I’m discriminated against…People don’t see the hardship that single 
parents go through’. Slatter, Adkins and Baulderstone (2005) have similarly identified 
the issue of discrimination experienced by sole mothers trying to find or maintain a 
rental home. Clearly women, particularly sole mothers, are increasingly experiencing 
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constraints including those in relation to childcare responsibilities, low-income, limited 
choice and access to housing due to scarcity and discrimination. Sole mothers’ 
disadvantage is also noticeably evident by their high rate of exclusion from 
homeownership. For these women to be excluded from homeownership, a key part of 
Australian identity, also excludes them from the many benefits that accrue from owning 
one’s home such as the high status and the perceived success that is associated with 
it. It also excludes them and their children from an important opportunity for financial, 
social and emotional security.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
 
Feminist research endeavours to present the views and experiences of those 
participating in the research, in this instance, providing ‘windows’ into the lives of other 
non-home-owning sole parents and making visible the issues that are of concern.  It is 
by listening to these voices that we come to understand the often hidden and 
oppressive practices embedded within policy and the resulting implications on 
particular groups. The assumption that everyone can achieve homeownership 
obscures issues of societal disadvantage and the impact of difference on unequal life 
chances, in this instance those concerning gender, class and family type. Tenure 
inequities are further obscured by the dominant paradigm in Australia of 
homeownership as ‘natural’. Sole mothers, due to their commitment to paying for their 
day-to-day needs and supporting their families on one low income, often find they 
cannot save the necessary deposit which consequently excludes them from a housing 
loan. Market driven government policies that are geared to assist people into 
homeownership and encourage investment in housing thus do not benefit this often 
disadvantaged group. This subsequently reinforces the continuing disadvantage of 
these women along with their children’s.  
 
Property ownership, as the key determinant of class in Australia, separates the ‘haves’ 
from the ‘have nots’. Therefore the rising cost of housing has resulted in 
homeownership moving further out of reach for many low income earners and has had 
significant consequences for the notion of Australia as an egalitarian society. Indeed, 
more and more this is a false representation of Australian society. In addition, property 
is increasingly taking on the meaning of an investment opportunity rather than a place 
that provides the basic needs of shelter, security and a sense of belonging. Thus the 
very nature of the meaning of ‘home’ itself has seen changes. 
 
Due to the centrality of housing on people’s lives, the difference-blindness that is 
inherent in housing policy needs to be recognised and addressed. In particular there 
needs to be recognition of how inequities within housing related policies, such as 
taxation concessions, mask the impact of disadvantage due to key societal 
determinants. Governments need to consider their responsibility to all citizens as part 
of human rights to ensure an appropriate, affordable and secure standard of living. The 
severity of the situation first needs to be acknowledged, with policy introduced that 
recognises that housing’s main function is to provide homes for all, which after all is 
both a basic need and a right.  
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